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Benjamin Isakhan and Stephen Stockwell
The notion that democracy could have a 'secret' history might at first seem strange to many readers. Indeed, the history of democracy has become so standardized, is so familiar and appears to be so complete that it is hard to believe that it could hold any secrets whatsoever. The ancient Greek practice of demokratia and the functions of the Roman Republic are foundational to Western 1 understanding of politics; school textbooks introduce the Magna Carta and the rise of the English Parliament; Hollywood blockbusters recount the events surrounding the American Declaration of Independence; many best-selling novels have been written about the French Revolution; and the gradual global spread of the Western model of democracy has been a recurrent news story since the end of the Cold War. So pervasive is this traditional story of democracy that it has achieved the status of received wisdom: endlessly recycled without criticism by policy-makers, academics, in the popular media and in classrooms across the world.
The central argument of this book is that there is much more to the history of democracy than this foreshortened genealogy admits. There is a whole 'secret' history, too big, too complex and insufficiently Western in character to be included in the standard narrative. But even in this standard history of democracy there are many alternatives that open up the possibilities of what democracy might be: participatory or representative; majoritarian or minimalist; demotic or elitist; with positions filled by election or by lot; with sovereignty resting in one (the constitutional monarch) or in the many (the will of the people). So what is democracy? How do we judge the good from the bad? This is not the place for a rigorous definition of democracy. Indeed, there are simply too many definitions of democracy and disagreements over how we measure its successes and failures to cover in this introduction. While nearly all would agree with Abraham Lincoln that ' [d] emocracy is the government of the people, by the people, for the people' (Lincoln, 1863: 210), there remains no consensus on some of the most fundamental questions about democracy, such as what conditions are necessary for its development, how it ought to be measured, what institutions and practices ensure its maintenance and how it might best be conducted today. Broadly, the debates over definitions of democracy can be understood as belonging in one of two camps.
The first is circumscribed by the minimalist, 'scientific' definition of democracy, which argues that the inherent elitism of representative institutions is a small price to pay for functionality, civil rights and justice. This position has a long history, which goes back to Thomas Hobbes; but it was most compellingly justified by Joseph Schumpeter in the face of fascism and has undergone its most substantial revision in the recent work of John Rawls (Hobbes, 2002 (Hobbes, [1651 ; Rawls, 2001; Schumpeter, 1947 Schumpeter, [1942 ). The second broad category asserts that democracy should be more inclusive, with all citizens, not just the elites, playing an equal part in the decision-making process. Central to this understanding of democracy were Carole Pateman's calls for it to be conducted along participatory lines, Jurgen Habermas' understanding of the role of communicative action in creating a politics of emancipation, and Ernest Laclau's and Chantal Mouffe's advocacy of a radical democracy that embraces difference (Habermas, 1987 (Habermas, [1981 ; Laclau and Mouffe, 1985; Pateman, 1970) .
However, it would be more than a little ironic if there were no such debate over the characteristics of democracy. In democratic societies, the robust and, at times, vehement nature of disagreements over the definition of democracy can be taken as indicative of the importance of this form of governance and of its ability to absorb a variety of opinion. Indeed, attempts at a comprehensive and static definition of democracy are not only plagued by difficulties, they are also anti-democratic, striving to control and contain something that, by its very nature, must respond to the varying and complex needs of people over time. It is democracy's dynamism, its responsiveness to the will of the people, that must be central to any definition of democracy. Along these lines, Jacques Derrida celebrates the multiplicitous nature of democracy in his understanding that democracy's 'emancipatory promise' is always 'to come' (Derrida, 2006 (Derrida, [1993 ).
It is reasonable to assert that, in order for us to move towards this emancipatory promise of democracy, three key factors must be evident: a willingness to participate; an equality of access to information, free speech and voting; and the civic virtue required to appreciate the others' arguments, to accept the rule of law and to be bound by the majority. Our contention in this book is that, if democracy can be understood in this way, then it is inconceivable that it has only occurred in the small collection of historical epochs with which it is usually associated. Indeed, as Steven Muhlberger and Phil Paine assert: 'If one insists on perfect democracy in a community before conceding its relevance to the history of democracy, then democracy has no history and never will' (Muhlberger and Paine, 1993: 26) .
This book therefore documents an imperfect and largely 'secret' history of democracy. To achieve this, the volume includes a collection of historical accounts from leading scholars in their respective fields, each one dedicated to documenting the development of democratic practices in unexpected and under-explored quarters. Starting in the ancient world, this collection details the very earliest models of collective governance developed in Mesopotamia, the Indus Valley and ancient China, as well as documenting the possible transmission of these practices via the trade networks of the Phoenicians to the pre-classical city-states of Greece. Following on, our collection re-considers the politics of the so-called 'Dark Ages', unearthing the remarkably complex deliberative mechanisms and elective practices at work within the various Islamic empires, as well as in medieval Iceland and Venice. The volume also details the complex inter-relationship between colonial forces and the indigenous democratic systems found among the Baganda people of Uganda, the Métis of Western Canada, Aboriginal Australians and black South Africans. On to more recent times, it tells the other stories of democracy and of the making of the modern world -from Middle Eastern feminists through to the streets of post-Saddam Iraq -stories which have been suppressed beneath layers of patriarchy and prejudice. Finally, the collection concludes with an essay that considers recent trends and future possibilities in the practice of democracy and argues that a new epoch has begun in which power-monitoring and powercontesting mechanisms take precedence over familiar representational structures.
Some of what is referred to here as 'secret' histories will be well known to those who have studied political processes in a particular area, at a particular time or among particular people. For example, it will be familiar to many experts in Chinese history that there were protodemocratic systems at work in ancient China, just as the democratic debates amongst the Cape Colonists of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries will be familiar to experts in African politics of that time. However, disciplinary isolation has meant that such remarkable findings have largely remained hidden and are rarely contextualized or incorporated into a macro-level view of global political history. Indeed, while the evidence has continued to mount concerning the use of nonhierarchical, egalitarian and inclusive models of power among peoples as diverse as the ancient Phoenicians and the Australian Aborigines, this knowledge has remained curiously absent from the broader discussion of the history of democracy. The editors of this book are not historians, anthropologists or regional experts by training. Instead, we come to historical and political studies with an interdisciplinary approach designed to scrutinize widely held assumptions and to offer alternative insights. Our mutual concerns about contemporary politics led us to ask questions about the origins of democracy, and the surprising answers we began to uncover made us increasingly critical about the pervasive view that democracy has a limited and exclusive history. Overwhelmingly, we found that political scientists or historians dealing with democracy's history had come to rely on familiar sources and widely held presuppositions about what democracy is and about its origins. Instead of confronting new truths, illuminating dark corners or following difficult directions, they seemed largely content to recycle the familiar and satisfying story with which we are all well familiar.
As democracy continues to spread and its standard history continues to be recounted, it is the right time for alternative approaches to democracy to be considered. It is time for the democratic impetus to be understood in the broader context of human history, as something that is evident, at many times and in various guises, in the political past. But, before we can begin the process of revealing these 'secret' histories of democracy, we must closely examine the standard history of democracy, subjecting it to scrutiny, screening it for inconsistencies and carefully chronicling its trajectory.
The standard history of democracy
The standard history of democracy typically begins in ancient Greece. Most scholars of democracy still maintain that it was only in Greece that a bridge was built between the will of the people and their government. For example, in his Democracy Ancient and Modern, Moses Finley makes the remarkable claim that '[i]t was the Greeks, after all, who discovered not only democracy but also politics, the art of reaching decisions by public discussion and then obeying those decisions as a necessary condition of civilized social existence' (Finley, 1973: 13-14) . While such
